Abstract. Female mate-sampling behaviour and mate choice were investigated in a natural population of sand gobies, Pomatoschistus minutus. The sand goby is a promiscuous fish with paternal care. Gravid females were released in the field and watched while they inspected potential mates. In total, 26 females were observed until they spawned. Half of the females spawned with the first male encountered. The other females inspected two or more males in sequence and never returned to a previously inspected male to mate. Females mated preferentially with males that courted intensively. The mate-sampling behaviour of the female sand gobies was most consistent with a threshold-criterion tactic, which is to be expected if search costs are important. Moreover, there was an effect of season, such that females sampled very few males early but apparently became more selective later in the breeding season. This is discussed and interpreted as an effect of varying costs and benefits of being choosy over the season.
Many studies of mate choice have tried to answer questions such as if, and why, mate choice exists, and what traits are being chosen. Fewer studies have been devoted to information gathering and decision making of individuals during mate choice, that is, how mates are selected. The process of mate sampling is still an underinvestigated area in sexual selection. Although the subject has received theoretical attention (Janetos 1980; Wittenberger 1983; Real 1990) , only a few empirical studies have tried to demonstrate how animals search for and select mates in the wild. Most of our current knowledge derives from studies of birds (e.g. Dale et al. 1990; Petrie et al. 1991; Bensch & Hasselquist 1992; Choudhury & Black 1993) , although there are a few studies of fish (Brown 1981; Gronell 1989; Reynolds & Côté 1995) .
Theoreticians have identified five main tactics that animals may follow when choosing mates (Janetos 1980; Wittenberger 1983; Real 1990): (1) random mating; (2) threshold-criterion tactic; (3) sequential-comparison tactic; (4) one-stepdecision tactic; and (5) pool-comparison tactic (best-of-N-males). In random mating, females have no mate preferences and mate with all males with equal probability. In the threshold-criterion tactic, females inspect males in sequence and choose the first to meet some minimum specification, such that males are judged against an absolute standard. This leads to females always mating with the last male encountered. A variant of this tactic is when females have an option to lower the threshold when they are running out of time. Females using a sequential-comparison tactic inspect potential mates sequentially and compare the two most recently encountered males according to some rule. Either one of them is accepted, or the search is continued. For instance, a female might continue as long as male i is better than male i 1. In the one-step-decision tactic, the female decides at each encounter whether to accept or reject the potential mate. She should end her search and mate if the male at hand is better than she could expect to find by continuing her search. Time constraints can alter the choosiness of the female. At each encounter the female should take into account the probability of encountering a better male and the costs of delaying mating. Females may thus begin by being very choosy, but become less so as they run out of time. This tactic also leads to females mating with the last encountered male. In the pool-comparison tactic, females assess a number of potential mates and then choose the best one among these.
Theoretical models make different predictions about how choosiness should change in the course 
